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The onset of  March 2020 present-
ed unique challenges to our profession 
that no instructor, administrator, or in-
stitution was exempt from. The pres-
ence of  COVID-19 forced practitioners 
the world over to amend courses and 
programs on the fly, while maintaining 
a level-headedness to move forward in 
an unchartered academic landscape. My 
institution, like many others, suspended 
in-person classes in early March and rec-
ommended all instructors to make plans 
to fully transition their courses online. 
Reflecting on this time now only 
augments how surreal of  an experience it 
was. I had just arrived back into the Unit-
ed States after traveling to Europe with 
an undergraduate course. The course, 
“Genocide in the 
Twentieth Century,” 
brought students to 
sites of  genocide 
across Eastern Eu-
rope (e.g., Poland, 
Hungary, Serbia, 
and Bosnia); a dear 
colleague of  mine 
who instructed the class asked me to join 
the class as a chaperone. Almost at the 
very moment we entered back into the 
United States, myself  and two other col-
leagues on the trip were confronted with 
the mandate to begin moving our cours-
es online. For me, this included transi-
tioning five writing courses, along with a 
film studies course that investigated de-
pictions of  science in American cinema. 
These courses presented their own 
unique challenges in becoming online 
synchronous, while maintaining the fi-
delity of  the courses. The film studies 
class demanded that I get especially cre-
ative. The class could no longer congre-
gate in person for a watch and chat, as 
we did pre-COVID. Rather, Netflix Par-
ty and Discord became new modalities 
for pedagogical success. As I think back 
on this time now, my greatest challenge 
concerned humanistic issues. So many 
of  my students were no longer on cam-
pus; they now found themselves back 
at home where they 
were unequipped 
with proper tech-
nology or a stable 
internet connection. 
The transition did 
not simply pres-
ent problems per-
taining to course 
management or syllabi; rather, it gal-
vanized our responsibility to ensure 
that all students were participating 
on a level playing field, and that they 
all had access to course materials. 
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While my perspective was certainly 
not unique, it was our shared challenges 
that led to the creation of  this special is-
sue’s CFP. As ELTHE’s editor-in-chief, 
Kevin Dvorak noted, we are all combing 
through an uncertain landscape. As such, 
it is important that we collect the testimo-
nies of  our peers, with hopes that their 
experiences will inform other experien-
tial practitioners that find themselves in 
a similar position. The many voices and 
perspectives that you will find in this issue 
speak to the challenges of  the last year. 
This final part of  a two-part special 
issue includes six contributions from 
experiential educators across the disci-
plines. Laura Finley focuses specifical-
ly on a dating and domestic violence 
awareness initiative at Barry University 
and highlights adaptable approaches 
to finding service-learning opportu-
nities for students learning remotely. 
Rebecca Burwell, Jonathan Brooks, 
and Mackenzi Huyser offer insight into 
how Chicago Semester—an experien-
tial education program across six pri-
vate, faith-based colleges—pivoted to 
remote learning. Focusing on Social 
Justice and Urban Planning courses, 
the authors discuss how the pandemic 
offered an opportunity for students to 
further explore the city of  Chicago’s re-
sponse to the pandemic and the multiple 
layers of  inequality embedded within. 
Beth Garcia and Betty Coneway un-
derline shifts in the West Texas A&M 
University’s Educator Preparation Pro-
gram (EPP), discussing the implementa-
tion of  virtual learning environments so 
that 90 clinical teachers could complete 
their vital in-person teaching experience. 
Kerry E. Weir, Michelle Wohl-
man-Izakson, and Lina Gilic discuss 
the various approaches that facul-
ty in the Exceptional Education and 
Learning Department at SUNY Old 
Westbury employed in order to de-
sign individualized learning plans 
for teacher candidates to complete 
their clinical placement experience. 
Pamela Hall offers a critical reflec-
tion on the changes made to move a com-
munity-engaged, service-learning cap-
stone course from in-person to remote 
learning. Throughout her reflection, Hall 
discusses the challenges the transition 
presented to her as an instructor; Hall 
also includes student testimonies about 
shifts in assignments and challenges they 
overcame while completing the course. 
In a piece co-authored by both pro-
fessors and students, Dale E. Hartz, 
Sheila McMahon, Merlyn Ascencio, 
Rachel Badilla, and Noemi Marquez 
discuss the potential learning oppor-
tunities offered by the pandemic for a 
social action entrepreneurship lab. The 
authors argue that bridging the skills 
gap between students and work envi-
ronments can lead to a kind of  per-
sonal growth and development that is 
key to enhancing student job readiness. 
We are excited to share these ar-
ticles with you and hope that they 
provide guidance and insight to 
others as we collectively navigate 
the 2020-2021 academic year. n
Finding Remote Service  
Opportunities Appropriate for 
a Course on Social Justice  
LAURA FINLEY     Barry University
One of  the struggles for social 
justice educators who are committed 
to providing students with experiential 
learning is identifying appropriate place-
ments. Educators typically approach 
this in one of  two ways: sending stu-
dents to find their own opportunity or 
creating a list of  possibilities, either alone 
or with centers devoted to experiential 
learning (increasingly common on cam-
puses today). Either way, the task is not 
easy due to limitations among students, 
educators, and community partners 
alike. Students face issues with sched-
uling, transportation, and communi-
cation with service partners. If  they 
are looking for their own placement, 
many do not know where or how to 
start and are often unfamiliar with the 
communities in which they are studying. 
For educators, sending students out 
on their own often results in challenges 
later, as some students may scramble 
for help late in a semester if  they waited 
too long or could not find a workable 
placement. On the other hand, creating 
the connections to establish appropri-
ate service options also takes a great 
deal of  time. Furthermore, social justice 
educators want their students to have an 
experience that is meaningful and 
enriching, yet community partners may 
assign students menial tasks that are 
difficult for students to connect 
to coursework. This is what Eliza-
beth Hollander described as “drive-
by” service and is not what is most 
effective (as cited in Butin, 2010, p. xv). 
Community partners are sometimes 
hesitant, understandably, to host stu-
dents who typically only have to earn 
a set number of  hours and then disap-
pear. These struggles have become even 
more challenging given COVID-19. 
I teach a course titled Perspective 
Consciousness and Social Justice (SOC 
200) at a small, Catholic, liberal arts 
university. The course is required 
for students whose major falls in the 
College of  Arts and Sciences. Its focus 
is on understanding social injustices 
such as racism, sexism, homophobia, 
and classism and identifying working 
or potential remedies. SOC 200 carries 
a ten-hour service-learning requirement 
so students can see these problems first-
hand and engage in activities to address 
them. I have utilized various approaches 
to identifying appropriate service place-
ments. Allowing students to find their 
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as well, but came up with a few options 
I think worked, at least as last-minute 
measures. First, every year we create a 
memorial PowerPoint that we download 
into hard copy signs that features pho-
tos and descriptions of  people who have 
lost their lives to domestic or dating vio-
lence. My colleagues and I have generally 
done the research for this, but this year I 
was able to have some students remotely 
conduct the research. Our CCSI offered 
this as an option for other sections of  
SOC 200 as well. We provided students 
with a template and instructed them to 
focus their efforts on certain states so 
they did not all duplicate one another. 
This will be helpful for future events, 
and it showed the student researchers 
patterns in terms of  who is a victim, who 
is an offender, and in what ways domes-
tic violence homicides are committed. 
Another option I gave students 
was to come up with additional PSAs 
we could collect and use on our Col-
lege Brides Walk social media. I gave 
them some current statistics and asked 
them to create short, engaging videos 
to highlight the problem. Again, in re-
viewing the statistics and coming up 
with the content for a video, students 
learned about the issue. A third option 
I provided was for students to go to 
Amnesty International’s (AI) website 
and search and sign petitions relevant 
to gender violence and gender equality. 
In doing so, they had to learn about and 
take action on international cases and 
could thus see how the gender issues we 
discussed are occurring globally. Hav-
ing observed the crackdown on activists 
around the globe, they could see the im-
portance of  our being allowed to host 
an event like the College Brides Walk. 
A fourth option I offered was for 
students to conduct an interview with 
an attendee that was not from Barry 
but had provided their contact infor-
mation and noted they would welcome 
the chance to be interviewed. I provid-
ed a list of  interview questions related 
to their understanding of  domestic vi-
olence before and after the event, their 
favorite components of  it and what they 
thought could be improved, and what 
they felt were the most important take-
aways from the events. Through con-
ducting these interviews, which students 
could do via email or on the phone, 
they saw what other people understood 
about abuse and saw how our event 
helped correct misconceptions that had 
been discussed in class. Finally, I offered 
an additional debriefing session, worth 
one of  their service hours, via Zoom. 
As noted, this tends to help students 
process the event and connect it to 
class, so I wanted to ensure that those 
who missed it still had the opportunity. 
The biggest challenge with these 
changes was the rapid nature in which 
I had to generate new projects for stu-
dents I would not see in person. I am 
happy I was able to come up with op-
tions, but they all did require computer 
access except the interview option. We 
learned after we went remote that many 
of  our students do not have reliable in-
ternet or, in some cases, even computer 
access. Like people all over the globe, 
many of  our students were stressed, liv-
ing in challenging housing circumstances 
or having to work to help their families. 
Keeping up with classwork was a strug-
gle as is, let alone having to complete 
service hours. Another challenge was in 
how many service hours to assign each 
of  these options. The debriefing session 
own has been the worst for me. Many 
do, despite repeated reminders, wait 
until the last minute then beg for my 
help. We have a significant number of  
international students who struggle with 
language barriers and, like many of  our 
residential students, lack transportation 
to get to service sites. Public transporta-
tion in Miami is notoriously poor. Plus, 
I have found that 
when students make 
their own place-
ments they have a 
hard time seeing 
how the work con-
nects to class. When 
I have sent students to our Center for 
Community Service Initiatives (CCSI) 
to help find a placement, that has gone 
better. The staff  in CCSI know my 
course content, so can help guide stu-
dents somewhere appropriate. The 
transportation issue remains, however. 
For the past spring semesters, I have 
taken a different approach. Each Feb-
ruary, I work with colleagues from six 
other universities and many community 
groups to organize a dating and domes-
tic violence awareness campaign on our 
campus and that of  our nearby partner, 
Johnson and Wales University (JWU). 
This event, the College Brides Walk, 
involves a walk component from Barry 
University to JWU as well as speakers 
and workshops. It has grown quite large 
for a campus of  our size, with close to 
1,000 attendees annually and about 300 
who participate in the actual walk. Stu-
dents have been offered service hours to 
help plan, execute, and evaluate the cam-
paign. They help make signs and posters, 
PSAs, and other educational materials 
used at the event, and help plan events to 
advertise it. They are trained to present 
about these issues at school and com-
munity groups, and are involved in the 
set up and implementation of  the actual 
day of  the event. We also offer a few op-
portunities after the event, such as col-
lecting evaluations or tabling to obtain 
signatures on relevant petitions, which 
helps students who are unable to earn all 
their hours with the College Brides Walk 
before or during the 
event. This service 
alleviates the trans-
portation issue, and 
I have found that 
since I am there with 
my students as an 
organizer, they take more pride in partic-
ipating. Additionally, since I require them 
to attend an orientation and a debriefing, 
I have found that my students’ required 
service-learning reflection papers are 
much better, as these sessions help them 
identify how our campaign relates to 
course concepts like social construction 
of  gender, gender role norms, patriar-
chy, and more. Since we collaborate with 
groups and organizations, both internal 
and in the community, students get to 
speak to service providers and many fol-
low up their service-learning experience 
by getting involved with those agencies. 
Spring 2020 made this a challenge. 
We were able to host the event on Febru-
ary 21, 2020, a few weeks before my cam-
pus switched to remote learning. Some 
students, however, were not able to earn 
all their hours before or during the event 
and, because one of  the three weeks in 
between the event and the move to re-
mote teaching was spring break, they did 
not have other opportunities to do so. 
Thus, students contacted me in a fren-
zy, trying to figure out how to satisfy the 
course requirement. I struggled at first 
“The biggest challenge with 
these changes was the rapid 
nature in which I had to gener-
ate new projects for students I 
would not see in person.”
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organizer, they take more pride in partic-
ipating. Additionally, since I require them 
to attend an orientation and a debriefing, 
I have found that my students’ required 
service-learning reflection papers are 
much better, as these sessions help them 
identify how our campaign relates to 
course concepts like social construction 
of  gender, gender role norms, patriar-
chy, and more. Since we collaborate with 
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and in the community, students get to 
speak to service providers and many fol-
low up their service-learning experience 
by getting involved with those agencies. 
Spring 2020 made this a challenge. 
We were able to host the event on Febru-
ary 21, 2020, a few weeks before my cam-
pus switched to remote learning. Some 
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all their hours before or during the event 
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Thus, students contacted me in a fren-
zy, trying to figure out how to satisfy the 
course requirement. I struggled at first 
“The biggest challenge with 
these changes was the rapid 
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Introduction 
Chicago Semester is an experiential 
education program that was founded 45 
years ago by six private, faith-based col-
leges in the Midwest. During the spring 
semester of  2020, we were serving 56 
traditional-aged undergraduate students. 
These students came from 16 different 
colleges with student bodies between 
1000-4000 students, mainly located in 
rural or suburban communities. On 
March 13, 2020, we made the decision 
to conclude our in-person programming 
because of  COVID-19. Students moved 
home and the program continued 
remotely for the duration of  the semester. 
This article offers insights into 
how our program adapted as we pivot-
ed to a remote experience. Beyond this 
adaptation, our program sought op-
portunities to dive deep into what was 
happening in our city as a way to learn 
more about Chicago, its response to 
the pandemic, and the many layers of  
inequality embedded within. More spe-
cifically, this article will focus on how 
two of  our courses—Social Justice and 
Urban Planning—adapted curricula 
and approaches to move forward in en-
gaging students in experiential learning 
in our city. Drawing on research that 
explores best practices for online experi-
ential learning (Snyder, 2019), this article 
shares strategies we tried in these two 
courses, challenges we encountered, and 
takeaway lessons from this experience. 
 
Program Description 
Prior to COVID-19 
Chicago Semester’s program model 
prepares students for professional work 
experiences through internships, while 
equipping them for service to their com-
munities. Students move to the city for 
our 16-week program. While in Chica-
go, students intern at an organization in 
their field of  study for 32 hours a week 
guided by a learning contract and hands-
on supervision; engage with peers and 
faculty in a weekly professional seminar 
experience that reflects on learning that 
is taking place at the internship site; and 
explore the city through a set of  courses 
that offer a lens into issues of  diversity 
and inequality, social justice and the crim-
inal legal system, and city planning and 
the built environment. Our model allows 
students, through their entire semester 
experience, to learn through reflection on 
doing so the semester becomes an im-
mersive city experience for the students. 
was easy, as we did a 45-minute Zoom 
call that I rounded up to an hour. But the 
others were fairly arbitrary. I simply tried 
to be generous given the circumstances. 
It is uncertain whether we will be 
able to hold the event in 2021 or, if  
so, it will need to take a different form 
since large gatherings may still be pro-
hibited or unwise. But we would like to 
offer something, as we truly believe the 
College Brides Walk makes a difference 
in educating people about abuse and in-
spiring them to take action. As I work 
with the other organizers to think about 
that, I am considering ways we can in-
volve our students for service hours, 
even in fall semester, which we typically 
do not do. I am giving thought to how 
to assign hours to various remote proj-
ects and what would be the most im-
pactful activities students can do from 
home, even without computer access. 
One idea is to encourage them to make 
art that denounces abuse. We have spo-
radically offered such an option and 
have displayed the art at the event, but 
I think there’s more we could do with 
asking students to contribute poems, 
songs, spoken word, visual arts, and 
more. Although I did use Zoom for the 
one debriefing session, I am considering 
other ways to use group virtual meet-
ing technologies for the event as well. 
I am particularly interested in asking 
students what they might come up with 
for alternate events and hours options, 
as surely their creatively can best mine. 
In conclusion, while switching to re-
mote teaching mid-semester was a chal-
lenge for social justice educators seeking 
to engage students in service learning, it 
was an important wakeup as well. The 
global pandemic reminded me that we 
need to be innovative in how we approach 
service learning. Further, since domestic 
abuse rates have increased under stay-at-
home orders, as they typically do during 
crises, I have been thinking about how to 
incorporate students in service that can 
assist in times like this. We are always 
thoughtful about having counselors on 
site during the event in case there are 
students in need or who want to talk 
about past incidents, and obviously we 
could not provide this remotely. I need 
to consider additional ways to support 
students who might be triggered by this 
service. Finally, while I always offer to 
read students’ service-learning papers 
as drafts, this semester overwhelmed so 
many of  them that they did not have 
time to send a draft before the end of  
the semester. It will be important in fu-
ture to think of  more ways to help guide 
them in making course connections. n 
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shaped who could or couldn’t work and/
or learn remotely during the pandemic. 
Students were then invited to an-
alyze and reflect on the how the virus 
was affecting their local communities. 
We asked students to visualize and 
compare the neighborhoods where they 
worked and lived in Chicago with their 
home communities where most of  them 
had returned following suspension of  
in-person programming. To do this, they 
researched and mapped their communi-
ties’ assets (such as health clinics, gro-
cery stores, affordable housing, green 
spaces, etc.) as well as mapped patterns 
of  housing segregation, rates of  poverty 
and health outcomes in their communi-
ties. The class then did this for several 
Chicago neighborhoods. We compared 
what they saw in their own commu-
nities with what was being reported in 
Chicago, coupled with what they had 
seen and experienced while they were 
here. This comparative mapping helped 
students visualize how a community’s 
experience of  the COVID-19 virus 
is impacted by access to basic infra-
structure such as health clinics, testing 
facilities, and affordable housing. Final-
ly, we asked students to reflect on the 
injustices they found and to propose 
concrete solutions to address them. In 
that way, students could contemplate 
being part of  the solution to injustice in 
their community. Similarly, in the Urban 
Planning class students explored the ba-
sics of  Figure Ground Study Drawings 
(studying impact of  land density and 
zoning) and Downtown Planning Draw-
ings (studying the impact of  planning 
on real people and places); discussion 
centered around intent vs. impact in city 
planning, which took on new meaning 
during the pandemic. Typically, this con-
versation is rooted in discussions about 
general inequities in the city due to the 
systemic segregation that Chicago is so 
known for. However, the pandemic’s 
demographic statistics came out the 
same week as this discussion and 
allowed us to have serious, real-time 
conversations about inequities in health 
care and why the virus hit Black and 
Brown communities so hard. Many of  
the students had to face, for the first time, 
the systemic markers of  poverty and rac-
ism that have led to the disproportionate 
rate of  sickness in communities of  color. 
The connection of  inequities in infection 
and deaths from COVID-19 to poor 
access to quality health care and higher 
rates of  diabetes, kidney disease, and liv-
er failure (themselves the result of  limit-
ed healthy food options) were laid bare 
during the discussion of  city planning. 
Additionally, students still had the 
opportunity to engage community lead-
ers, including the City Deputy Major of  
Infrastructure, but conversations shifted 
to massive planning efforts underway for 
temporary hospitals to be set up in city 
parks to address the pandemic and how 
she was leading, as a young Black female, 
in a field dominated by white males. She 
not only shared the difficulties of  being 
successful in the field but the underly-
ing issues of  systemic racism in the field 
of  architecture and planning. This gave 
the students another opportunity to ex-
perience the way White supremacy has 
impacted our country vocationally. The 
hope for our classes is to help students 
see that inequity, racism and marginal-
ization are the water we swim in here 
in America. The pandemic, although a 
difficult time of  loss and hurt, was a prime 
experiential teacher when expressing the 
truth that when White America gets a 
Our Social Justice course examines 
the criminal legal system with attention 
to other social structures that impact 
people’s experience of  the world, such 
as housing and economic justice. The 
course was developed 2 years ago as a 
requirement for Criminal Justice majors 
and as an elective for other students. Pri-
or to COVID-19, this course would have 
invited students to examine, through a 
justice lens, the history of  and challenges 
with housing inequality and mass incar-
ceration in Chicago. Through meetings 
with community-based organizations 
and observations at the city’s newly de-
veloped Restorative Justice court, stu-
dents would be trained in the practices 
of  restorative justice. They would also 
examine the role of  race, poverty, and 
inequality in people’s experiences of  the 
criminal legal system. This course was 
being taught during the second 8-weeks 
of  the spring 2020 semester, and the 
first class was held 2 days prior to sus-
pension of  our in-person programming. 
Our Urban Planning course focus-
es on the relationship between persons 
and institutions in the built environ-
ment of  the city. Prior to COVID-19, 
this course would have offered students 
opportunities to explore the history of  
Chicago while investigating its under-
lying culture and social, economic, and 
political foundations. The course would 
have also allowed students the oppor-
tunity to explore alternative models of  
urban planning and restorative efforts 
to renew the city. Weekly field trips to 
Chicago neighborhoods would have 
been accompanied by engagement with 
community leaders. This course was also 
being taught during the second 8-weeks 
of  the spring 2020 semester, with the 
first class held 4 days prior to suspen-
sion of  our in-person programming.
Changes Made 
Due to COVID-19
In mid-March, when our in-person 
programming was suspended, faculty 
teaching these courses needed to en-
tirely revamp their curricula. Not only 
were pre-planned experiences cancelled, 
but faculty felt an urgency to use this 
opportunity to engage students in the 
current issues at hand that were ren-
dered even more visible by the growing 
COVID-19 pandemic. In Chicago, this 
meant diving into the inequities that 
COVID-19 was illuminating between 
racial/ethnic groups within various 
neighborhoods throughout the city. This 
was carried out in a number of  ways. 
In our Social Justice class, the 
final research project was adapted such 
that students were asked to research a 
health-related social justice issue; sever-
al students chose to look at COVID-19 
and how the rates of  illness, hospital-
ization, and death varied across racial/
ethnic groups. Additionally, we held 
virtual conversations with practitioners 
that could address the loss of  community 
health clinics in Black and Brown neigh-
borhoods that impacted how people 
could get tested for COVID-19 as well as 
access preventative care. Since students 
would be studying patterns of  hous-
ing segregation in the city, community 
activists tied this lack of  access to health 
care to decades-old patterns of  disinvest-
ment in communities of  color and racial 
residential segregation. They also pointed 
out how many people in neighborhoods 
with high rates of  COVID-19 worked 
essential jobs and used public transpor-
tation, possibly leading to higher rates 
of  infection. It laid bare how privilege 
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- Students are resilient and if  the 
content is engaging and done with 
integrity they will step up their 
comprehension and create in  
unimaginable ways. 
- Experiential learning should not 
be disconnected from the local 
even when the issues are national 
or international. It is important for 
local geography and sociology to 
guide the conversation of  what is 
happening nationally and interna-
tionally. Especially when discussing 
intent versus impact. 
- Students can make observations 
about what is happening in their 
own communities and draw 
conclusions from what they see in 
conversation with the theories and 
research they are learning about 
in class; they don’t have to be in 
Chicago to do this. 
- Students learn from each other 
and connecting together virtually 
was important to unpack what was 
happening in Chicago. Short, virtual 
weekly conversations were import-
ant spaces to hear from students 
about what they were seeing and 
feeling. 
As we reflect on online experien-
tial learning, the following lessons were 
learned relating to capturing moments of  
significance through this form of  learning: 
- Students will reveal what moments 
were significant for them when 
allowed to share openly and hon-
estly. Educators must keep creating 
spaces for this vulnerability. 
- It is important to allow students 
to discuss how the experiences they 
are having are affecting them and 
their families. Their local context 
matters. 
- Experiential learning is bigger 
than providing experiences—it is 
truly about experiencing the learn-
ing in a way that results in broaden-
ing students’ understanding of  the 
world. To achieve this, lessons must 
be responsive to the way students 
experience the topic and content. 
Conclusion 
While we are still thinking through 
various ways to deliver our program to 
future students as the COVID-19 pan-
demic continues, we have a better grasp 
of  how to connect student experiences 
with remote learning. Allowing the lo-
cal, national, and international context 
to be our teacher, we engaged students 
in research and reflections on how 
COVID-19 rendered visible long-stand-
ing systems of  power and inequality 
that have shaped Chicago. These same 
systems have also shaped students’ own 
local communities in a variety of  ways. 
Though as faculty we couldn’t be togeth-
er physically with our students our virtual 
conversations amplified the hopeful voic-
es of  people working towards address-
ing long-standing injustice in Chicago 
neighborhoods. We hope that students 
will take these skills with them so that 
they can see communities in new ways. n
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cold, people of  color get pneumonia and 
most likely die. Thus, statements such as 
“COVID sees no class, race or gender,” 
while meant with good intent, have a 
very different impact on communities of  
color. Consequently, though they weren’t 
physically in Chicago, our students 
got to learn about these differential 
impacts firsthand through our courses. 
All of  these course changes allowed 
students and faculty to achieve what the-
orists in the experiential learning world 
know deeply: that is, that concrete ex-
periences, coupled with space to reflect, 
conceptualize, and then practice what 
they have learned is essential for stu-
dents in developing skills and making 
meaning out of  what they are learning 
(Snyder, 2019). Students in both classes 
took virtual field trips, analyzed maps 
and archives of  Chicago neighborhoods, 
engaged online with practitioners, and 
observed their own communities’ assets 
to extrapolate about justice issues and 
the built environment. They then put 
into practice the new knowledge through 
presentations and virtual discussions. 
Challenges Faced  
or Problem-solving  
Techniques Employed 
 For both of  our courses, moving 
remotely was not ideal. How would we 
replace the rich engagement we had 
planned for our students around Chi-
cago neighborhoods? How would they 
be able to meet and hear from people 
working on the front lines of  neighbor-
hood challenges? How could they com-
pare and contrast the assets and inequi-
ties present in Chicago communities if  
they couldn’t be there in person? These 
were some of  our challenges. To address 
these obstacles, instructors invited in 
practitioners and others who they would 
have introduced students to, so that they 
could still hear from them about their 
work and their communities. Though 
this had to be done remotely, students 
got a chance to hear firsthand about their 
work. Additionally, there is a treasure 
trove of  online sources about Chicago 
neighborhoods that we asked students 
to read and view. This helped students 
to see some of  the places they would 
have visited. Finally, we asked students 
to reflect on their own communities, 
and on the fears and worries they had 
about what was happening in the world. 
That helped them to name and then 
connect to the collective anxiety that 
many other people were feeling about 
COVID-19, in Chicago and elsewhere. 
Looking Ahead 
 While our program is preparing for 
in-person programming for fall 2020 
and spring 2021 we have learned several 
lessons from this semester that will guide 
our work moving forward. Some of  these 
lessons relate to online experiential learn-
ing during COVID-19 and others relate 
to capturing moments of  significance 
for the sake of  experiential learning. 
As we reflect on online experien-
tial learning, the following lessons were 
learned from moving experiential learning 
online during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
- While it is a preferred  
experience, learning does not  
necessarily have to be in the form 
of  physical presence in a space. 
- Using real life everyday experi-
ences truly drives home the lessons 
that typically can only be explained 
through historical events. 
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- Students are resilient and if  the 
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even when the issues are national 
or international. It is important for 
local geography and sociology to 
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While we are still thinking through 
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systems have also shaped students’ own 
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Though as faculty we couldn’t be togeth-
er physically with our students our virtual 
conversations amplified the hopeful voic-
es of  people working towards address-
ing long-standing injustice in Chicago 
neighborhoods. We hope that students 
will take these skills with them so that 
they can see communities in new ways. n
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Introduction 
When circumstances change in the 
blink of  an eye, educators are accus-
tomed to monitoring and adjusting to 
do whatever it takes to help students be 
successful. Little did we know that the 
requisite skills of  being nimble, flexi-
ble problem solvers would be stretched 
to the limit as educators around the 
world addressed the massive education-
al changes that occurred in response 
to the global pandemic. Through their 
commitment to following best practic-
es in educator preparation and ongoing 
collaboration with many stake hold-
ers, the West Texas A & M University’s 
(WTAMU’s) Educator Preparation Pro-
gram (EPP) faced the challenges of  the 
COVID-19 quarantine while support-
ing 90 clinical teachers in completing 
their vital clinical teaching experience. 
This included making an overnight 
shift from “actual” face-to-face teach-
ing to delivering lessons in new “au-
thentic” virtual learning environments. 
WTAMU’s Clinical Teaching 
Experience Prior to COVID-19 
Prior to COVID-19, WTAMU’s 
EPP conducted clinical teaching in ac-
tual school settings as required by the 
state educational agency. Directors from 
the university’s EPP worked closely with 
local school district administrators to 
place candidates for their clinical teach-
ing experience. To prepare them for 
this experience, clinical teachers were 
required to attend a four-day orienta-
tion where important information was 
shared with them. During these orien-
tation meetings, they met their assigned 
field supervisor who explained the pro-
cesses, expectations, and procedures 
used for field observations. Afterwards, 
clinical teachers traveled to their place-
ment schools to meet their assigned co-
operating teacher, who told them about 
the gradual release of  responsibility 
method that would be used to transition 
in and out of  the clinical teaching site. 
The required time for the clinical 
teaching experience was 14 full weeks, 
or a minimum of  70 days in an actual 
classroom with face-to-face support 
and guidance provided by the coop-
erating teacher. To document their 
work, clinical teachers were expected 
to submit weekly reports containing 
their goals for the coming week and a 
reflection on the accomplishment of  
their previous week’s goals. Cooperat-
ing teachers documented two formative 
assessments and one summative evalua-
tion, and submitted attendance reports 
to ensure the candidates were meet-
ing the requirements for certification. 
Field supervisors were expect-
ed to observe clinical teachers three 
times during their 14-week placement. 
These observations were spaced even-
ly throughout the placement period 
to ensure that observations were not 
conducted too close together. This best 
practice in apprenticeship allows time 
between each observation for the clini-
cal teacher to show growth. Field super-
visors also conducted pre-conferences 
and post-conferences with the clinical 
teachers for each 45-minute observa-
tion. During the post conference, the 
field supervisor coached and mentored 
the clinical teacher by providing sug-
gestions for improvement. Field super-
visors used the Texas Teacher Evalu-
ation and Support System (T-TESS) 
model to provide coaching comments 
and the T-TESS rubric to evaluate clin-
ical teachers in the various domains 
and competencies of  effective teaching. 
Changes Due to COVID-19 
On March 13, 2020, as the news 
broke that schools would be closing 
due to COVID-19 quarantines, changes 
began to occur quickly. Since this was 
the beginning of  our scheduled spring 
break, we had a week to prepare for 
these changes. However, limited guid-
ance was available because local school 
districts were scrambling to figure out 
how to feed students, deliver tech-
nology devices for online instruction, 
and support in-service teachers. The 
school districts and the state educa-
tion agency were completely focused 
on the immediate needs of  EC-12 stu-
dents, not EPPs and clinical teachers. 
Understanding that school district 
leaders were trying to figure things out, 
we continued to work alongside the dis-
trict partners to keep clinical teachers in 
place. When their cooperating teachers 
were teaching virtually, clinical teachers 
were expected to do the same. Within this 
fluid and uncertain time, clinical teachers 
were encouraged to proceed with pre-
paring lessons and were directed to asyn-
chronously record these video lessons. 
After a few weeks, as districts 
settled into the “new normal,” we 
worked with school district and univer-
sity technology staff  to create district 
logins for candidates so they could 
deliver synchronous lessons using the 
districts’ learning management systems. 
Due to the uncertainty concerning 
the evidence that the state education 
agency would accept for observations, we 
encouraged our clinical teachers to con-
tinue following the cooperating teachers’ 
schedules. For example, if  their cooper-
ating teacher was creating lesson packets 
and answering email questions, the clini-
cal teachers were expected to do the same. 
Since we were unsure how to con-
duct field observations during this 
craziness, we asked clinical teachers to 
upload the recorded lesson videos to a 
newly-developed OneDrive account. 
Pre-conferences with their field super-
visors were now conducted via email or 
phone. Field supervisors then logged 
in to the OneDrive account to watch 
their clinical teachers’ video lessons, 
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continuing to evaluate their teaching 
using the T-TESS rubric. The clinical 
teachers then received feedback from 
their field supervisors during synchro-
nous post-conferences conducted via 
phone or Zoom. Field supervisors used 
this process to complete all the clin-
ical teachers’ required observations. 
We remained in constant commu-
nication with the state education agen-
cy during the remainder of  the spring 
semester. Ultimately, 
the governor waived 
all clinical teaching 
observations for the 
2020 spring semester. 
Not knowing that the 
waivers were going to 
be available, we continued with what we 
knew to be best practices in the field of  
educator preparation by continuing to 
support our clinical teachers with men-
toring and vitally important feedback. 
Eventually, the governor also waived 
half  of  the required clinical teaching days; 
however, we wanted clinical teachers to 
stay in placement for the full 14 weeks. 
Many assisted their cooperating teacher 
in finishing the academic year, with some 
completing 17 or 18 weeks during this 
unforeseen and unusual clinical teaching 
experience. We observed many of  the 
clinical teachers going above and beyond 
and school district partners agreed that 
these were some of  the best and most 
dedicated clinical teachers that we have 
ever certified—and they were all hired. 
 
Challenges and Solutions 
COVID-19 presented its share of  
challenges world-wide; however, EPPs 
faced some very daunting tasks to en-
sure that pre-service educators met 
certification requirements to become 
teachers. There was no advanced warn-
ing that schools would close on March 
13, 2020. When the Governor issued 
the stay-at-home order, WTAMU’s EPP 
did not know how long they would be 
closed, when they might reopen, or if  
clinical teachers would be able to remain 
in their placements. We had to make 
changes overnight with no direction 
from the education agency, as they had 
the entire state of  EC-12 students to 
contend with. Chang-
es were made based 
upon best practices, 
and we hoped that we 
would be able to cer-
tify our clinical teach-
ers and that what we 
had implemented would be ac-
cepted by our accrediting agency. 
Another unprecedented challenge 
stemmed from schools moving to an 
online format for the remainder of  
the spring 2020 semester. Cooperating 
teachers were thrust into virtual teaching 
overnight, and they were trying to learn a 
new way of  teaching their students while 
simultaneously trying to mentor clinical 
teachers. Clinical teachers were not able 
to login to district learning management 
systems (LMSs) and could not access 
learning platforms because they were 
not official district employees. Addition-
ally, the state accrediting agency mandat-
ed that observations of  clinical teachers 
be conducted in “actual school settings;” 
however, with schools moving to virtual 
learning environments it was impossible 
to meet this requirement. To address this 
situation and validate the clinical teach-
ers’ work, we had clinical teachers record 
instructional videos that were uploaded 
for EC-12 students to view as part of  
their direct instruction. Field Supervisors 
then viewed these videos and provided 
the same quality of  coaching to ensure 
continued growth in clinical teachers’ 
instructional skills; this was challenging 
for the field supervisors as they had nev-
er evaluated videos in order to provide 
feedback virtually and still be an effec-
tive coach. To confirm the clinical teach-
ers’ readiness, we implemented a process 
where both the field supervisor and 
cooperating teacher completed an attes-
tation verifying the clinical teacher’s read-
iness by citing specific standards met.
Looking Ahead and 
Lessons Learned 
While the spring semester was 
challenging and took many by surprise, 
we realized we had to plan for the fall 
semester and prepare for a variety of  
possible situations and outcomes. Our 
mantra became, “We have backup plans 
for our backup plans.” Due to continued 
COVID-19 restrictions, we changed our 
clinical teaching orientation to a virtual 
platform, containing the same seminar 
information. We also learned that we 
do not have to be in a physical room all 
together to offer an effective training 
that meets the requirements. Knowing 
that we could move to a virtual plat-
form at any time, we collaborated with 
our district partners to provide district 
logins for the clinical teachers from 
the beginning of  the fall semester. This 
allows our clinical teachers to help 
support our partnering districts with 
virtual learning and be prepared to move 
online at any time. Additionally, we are 
enhancing our curriculum concerning 
digital literacy and plan to train clinical 
teachers specifically and purposefully 
on LMS platforms such as Schoology, 
Google Classrooms, or Canvas, so they 
are more prepared to teach both virtu-
ally and in person in “authentic” school 
settings in this new era of  education. 
From these challenging experiences, 
we learned that we are capable of  teach-
ing and learning using a variety of  strate-
gies in different instructional settings. We 
learned the importance of  being proac-
tive versus reactive in uncertain times and 
that being an independent problem solv-
er is a great skill. We did not know that 
the measures we put into place would be 
accepted when we implemented them, 
but we learned that we could not remain 
static. It was important to look ahead 
and proactively create alternative plans 
for future semesters, understanding that 
the field of  education may never re-
turn to what it was before COVID-19. 
Conclusion 
When an EPP experiences the 
ides of  March, an EPP audit, Friday 
the 13th, and a full moon in the same 
week, you know that you can expect a 
challenging week to say the least. How-
ever, what we could not predict was how 
COVID-19 would change the scope of  
education. Unknowingly, we were many 
steps ahead of  the game. The state 
accrediting agency now requires many 
of  the strategies we implemented 
through an intentional commitment to 
using best practices. We faced our share 
of  challenges and setbacks throughout 
this process. Many days, we would send 
out a communication with instructions 
and next steps to have it change and 
become void immediately after sending 
it. Addressing the sheer panic of  the 
clinical teachers was a daily challenge 
as many were distraught, thinking they 
might not graduate or become certified, 
but we promised them that we would do 
“We remained in constant 
communication with the 
state education agency 
during the remainder of  the 
spring semester.”
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we learned that we are capable of  teach-
ing and learning using a variety of  strate-
gies in different instructional settings. We 
learned the importance of  being proac-
tive versus reactive in uncertain times and 
that being an independent problem solv-
er is a great skill. We did not know that 
the measures we put into place would be 
accepted when we implemented them, 
but we learned that we could not remain 
static. It was important to look ahead 
and proactively create alternative plans 
for future semesters, understanding that 
the field of  education may never re-
turn to what it was before COVID-19. 
Conclusion 
When an EPP experiences the 
ides of  March, an EPP audit, Friday 
the 13th, and a full moon in the same 
week, you know that you can expect a 
challenging week to say the least. How-
ever, what we could not predict was how 
COVID-19 would change the scope of  
education. Unknowingly, we were many 
steps ahead of  the game. The state 
accrediting agency now requires many 
of  the strategies we implemented 
through an intentional commitment to 
using best practices. We faced our share 
of  challenges and setbacks throughout 
this process. Many days, we would send 
out a communication with instructions 
and next steps to have it change and 
become void immediately after sending 
it. Addressing the sheer panic of  the 
clinical teachers was a daily challenge 
as many were distraught, thinking they 
might not graduate or become certified, 
but we promised them that we would do 
“We remained in constant 
communication with the 
state education agency 
during the remainder of  the 
spring semester.”
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everything in our power to support them 
in the certification process. We kept tell-
ing them, “Don’t worry; let the certifica-
tion office worry about that. You wor-
ry about honing your craft of  teaching 
and helping your cooperating teacher. 
Teach the students using all the tools 
you have been taught. You do your part, 
and we will do our part to get you to 
certification.” We came through on that 
promise—100% of  the clinical teachers 
in spring 2020 were certified. By follow-
ing our own commitment to best prac-
tices and by listening to the suggestions 
of  our accrediting body, state and local 
agencies, and the governor, we made our 
way through the uncertain landscape of  
the COVID-19 quarantine. Our clinical 
teachers learned that they had the skills 
to teach in any environment necessary, 
and we may all be better for facing it. n 
Teaching and Learning during 
COVID-19: Alternative Instructional 
Activities through Individualized 
Learning Plans
KERRY E. WEIR,     SUNY Old Westbury 
MICHELLE WOHLMAN-IZAKSON,  SUNY Old Westbury 
and LINA GILIC     SUNY Old Westbury
“Effective Wednesday, March 
11, 2020,” began the email to the 
campus community from SUNY Old 
Westbury’s President, Dr. Calvin Butts, 
“no face to face classes will take place.” 
The following day, the campus up-
date read, “Governor Cuomo today 
announced that SUNY and CUNY 
colleges and universities are to make 
plans to move to distance learning.” 
Within 24 hours, the Dean of  the School 
of  Education had asked for plans to 
move instruction online, immediate-
ly following spring break. During the 
next few days, the Exceptional Educa-
tion and Learning Department (EEL) 
drafted contingency plans for under-
graduate and graduate courses, teacher 
candidate observation hours, and the 
Applied Learning Practicum, common-
ly referred to as “student teaching.” In 
the beginning days of  the pandemic, 
it was unclear if and how teacher can-
didates might participate in their stu-
dent teaching placements. As plans to 
build an alternative care facility on the 
campus grounds began to take shape 
and the pandemic worsened in Nassau 
County, where SUNY Old Westbury 
(OW) resides, the reality that the semes-
ter, in general, and the Applied Learn-
ing Practicum, in particular, would be 
changed became increasingly undeniable. 
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
75 teacher candidates from OW were 
placed in public schools across Long Is-
land. From Valley Stream to East Hamp-
ton and Lindenhurst to Manhasset, at 
the time the coronavirus crisis emerged, 
OW teacher candidates were teaching 
and learning in 20 unique public-school 
districts. Of  those students, 18 were in 
the Exceptional Education and Learning 
Department. From co-taught classroom 
environments to self-contained settings, 
these special education teacher candi-
dates were exposed to the continuum 
of  placements across the field.  Working 
collaboratively with their cooperating 
teachers, the teacher candidates were 
creating lesson plans, instructing stu-
dents in whole and small group settings, 
and establishing themselves as part of  
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11, 2020,” began the email to the 
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Westbury’s President, Dr. Calvin Butts, 
“no face to face classes will take place.” 
The following day, the campus up-
date read, “Governor Cuomo today 
announced that SUNY and CUNY 
colleges and universities are to make 
plans to move to distance learning.” 
Within 24 hours, the Dean of  the School 
of  Education had asked for plans to 
move instruction online, immediate-
ly following spring break. During the 
next few days, the Exceptional Educa-
tion and Learning Department (EEL) 
drafted contingency plans for under-
graduate and graduate courses, teacher 
candidate observation hours, and the 
Applied Learning Practicum, common-
ly referred to as “student teaching.” In 
the beginning days of  the pandemic, 
it was unclear if and how teacher can-
didates might participate in their stu-
dent teaching placements. As plans to 
build an alternative care facility on the 
campus grounds began to take shape 
and the pandemic worsened in Nassau 
County, where SUNY Old Westbury 
(OW) resides, the reality that the semes-
ter, in general, and the Applied Learn-
ing Practicum, in particular, would be 
changed became increasingly undeniable. 
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
75 teacher candidates from OW were 
placed in public schools across Long Is-
land. From Valley Stream to East Hamp-
ton and Lindenhurst to Manhasset, at 
the time the coronavirus crisis emerged, 
OW teacher candidates were teaching 
and learning in 20 unique public-school 
districts. Of  those students, 18 were in 
the Exceptional Education and Learning 
Department. From co-taught classroom 
environments to self-contained settings, 
these special education teacher candi-
dates were exposed to the continuum 
of  placements across the field.  Working 
collaboratively with their cooperating 
teachers, the teacher candidates were 
creating lesson plans, instructing stu-
dents in whole and small group settings, 
and establishing themselves as part of  
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their elementary school communities. 
On March 11, 2020, the first OW teacher 
candidate was asked to leave her place-
ment. In the days following, there were 
numerous emails and telephone conver-
sations between the Director of  Field 
Experiences at OW and public-school 
personnel regarding the continued place-
ment and support of  OW teacher candi-
dates in school districts that had closed, 
or were closing, their building doors. 
By the middle of  March, it became 
apparent to the EEL faculty that teacher 
candidates were experiencing a variety 
of  challenges. Some candidates were in-
vited to join their cooperating teachers 
in Google Classrooms, while others were 
told that access to their field placements 
was temporarily suspended. The con-
tributions by those student candidates 
still engaged in their 
placements varied 
from filming short 
read-aloud videos, to 
creating worksheets, 
writing new social 
stories about hand-
washing, and teaching 
a mini-lesson in their virtual classroom. 
Like everyone navigating this new teach-
ing reality, teacher candidates were sent 
into an experience for which none of  
them had been adequately prepared. 
The COVID-19 disruption to the 
field placement experience prompted 
faculty to design alternative instructional 
activities to augment clinical placements 
for teacher candidates. Using the Council 
for Exceptional Children Initial Prepara-
tion Standards, along with the New York 
State Teaching Standards, the faculty 
created a grid that included a series of  
learning activities rooted in the knowl-
edge, skills, and dispositions of  effective 
special educators.  This 6-part document 
(originally a 3x2 grid; see Appendix 1), 
aligned various instructional activities 
under one of  three specific categories: 
knowledge, skills, and dispositions. To-
gether with their faculty field supervi-
sor, each teacher candidate was asked to 
propose an individualized learning plan. 
Depending upon how much access to 
the virtual classroom and cooperating 
teacher each candidate had, they select-
ed an individualized number of  learning 
activities that would supplement and 
deepen their understanding of  the field. 
All teacher candidates were required 
to keep a journal of  their experiences and 
to design a unit of  study. Asking teach-
er candidates to document their experi-
ences in a journal specifically addressed 
and incorporated one 
of  the SUNY Ap-
plied Learning crite-
ria: monitoring and 
continuous improve-
ment. “By writing 
about their teaching 
experiences during 
this unprecedented time, teacher can-
didates could express their feelings and 
frustrations, classroom successes and 
struggles—and bring that work to their 
weekly seminar,” shared Sanja Cale, Chair 
of  Exceptional Education and Learning. 
The unit of  study—the second require-
ment of  the Applied Learning Practi-
cum—needed to support an elemen-
tary learning standard and topic of  the 
candidate’s choice. It had to include at 
least one distance learning activity while 
demonstrating the ability to incorporate 
and utilize technology in the lesson plan 
design.  These specific requirements 
were added to meet the new demands of  
“Like everyone navigating 
this new teaching reality, 
teacher candidates were sent 
into an experience for which 
none of  them had been  
adequately prepared.”
distance learning educators faced across 
the nation. The journal and unit of  study 
were the only two alternative activities for 
which all candidates were responsible. 
The teacher candidates that re-
mained connected to their cooperating 
teachers and students were required to 
continue full participation in distance 
learning. Additional activities were re-
quired for the teacher candidates whose 
placements had been disrupted. For 
example, teacher candidates created 
various resource guides for families of  
students with disabilities and shared the 
materials with their cooperating teach-
ers. Other candidates designed Pinterest 
Boards to curate the look of  their fu-
ture classroom. Working together, two 
teacher candidates created professional 
Instagram accounts where they shared 
lesson plan ideas, motivational quotes, 
favorite books, and tips for accessoriz-
ing appropriate work attire. Utilizing 
the resources of  professional organiza-
tions and technical assistance centers, 
teacher candidates engaged in learning 
modules and webinars. Following these 
events, they shared their knowledge 
with their OW colleagues and coop-
erating teachers via Zoom meetings. 
One group of  teacher candidates used 
their time in quarantine to start a book 
club, during which they met virtually 
to discuss chapters in Todd Whitaker’s 
book, What Great Teachers Do Differently. 
Allowing each teacher candidate to 
design an individualized learning plan to 
augment their clinical placement expe-
rience, the EEL faculty serendipitously 
utilized the COVID-19 crisis to pivot 
and model individualized education. 
Individualized education plans are the 
cornerstone of  special education and 
this global crisis created the opportuni-
ty to extend individualized learning to 
teacher candidates in higher education. 
Where the Applied Learning Practi-
cum had once been a uniform, singu-
lar experience—student teaching in a 
public-school classroom—it had now 
become an individualized learning ex-
perience and an additional opportunity 
for an authentic applied learning expe-
rience. Each faculty member worked 
collaboratively with each teacher can-
didate to design a plan of  study that 
both challenged and excited the can-
didates about the field of  education. 
Generating individualized plans of  
study for every teacher candidate was 
not without challenges. Given the fluid-
ity of  the COVID-19 crisis across lower 
New York, some teacher candidates ini-
tially had access to cooperating teachers 
and virtual classrooms, but were later 
disconnected because of  illness or secu-
rity concerns related to technology. This 
instability meant that faculty supervisors 
and teacher candidates needed to period-
ically review the plans of  study to ensure 
that the selected activities met the stan-
dards for rigor in the field experience. 
With the introduction of  virtual 
classrooms, teacher candidates need-
ed to build rapport with both students 
and their families. Prior to COVID-19, 
creating meaningful relationships with 
students was done within the elementary 
classroom through small work groups, 
individual conferences, and natural, 
spontaneous conversation. Once instruc-
tion moved online, teacher candidates 
needed to find new ways to connect with 
students and with parents. Meeting over 
Zoom felt much different than the class-
room, and teacher candidates needed to 
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On March 11, 2020, the first OW teacher 
candidate was asked to leave her place-
ment. In the days following, there were 
numerous emails and telephone conver-
sations between the Director of  Field 
Experiences at OW and public-school 
personnel regarding the continued place-
ment and support of  OW teacher candi-
dates in school districts that had closed, 
or were closing, their building doors. 
By the middle of  March, it became 
apparent to the EEL faculty that teacher 
candidates were experiencing a variety 
of  challenges. Some candidates were in-
vited to join their cooperating teachers 
in Google Classrooms, while others were 
told that access to their field placements 
was temporarily suspended. The con-
tributions by those student candidates 
still engaged in their 
placements varied 
from filming short 
read-aloud videos, to 
creating worksheets, 
writing new social 
stories about hand-
washing, and teaching 
a mini-lesson in their virtual classroom. 
Like everyone navigating this new teach-
ing reality, teacher candidates were sent 
into an experience for which none of  
them had been adequately prepared. 
The COVID-19 disruption to the 
field placement experience prompted 
faculty to design alternative instructional 
activities to augment clinical placements 
for teacher candidates. Using the Council 
for Exceptional Children Initial Prepara-
tion Standards, along with the New York 
State Teaching Standards, the faculty 
created a grid that included a series of  
learning activities rooted in the knowl-
edge, skills, and dispositions of  effective 
special educators.  This 6-part document 
(originally a 3x2 grid; see Appendix 1), 
aligned various instructional activities 
under one of  three specific categories: 
knowledge, skills, and dispositions. To-
gether with their faculty field supervi-
sor, each teacher candidate was asked to 
propose an individualized learning plan. 
Depending upon how much access to 
the virtual classroom and cooperating 
teacher each candidate had, they select-
ed an individualized number of  learning 
activities that would supplement and 
deepen their understanding of  the field. 
All teacher candidates were required 
to keep a journal of  their experiences and 
to design a unit of  study. Asking teach-
er candidates to document their experi-
ences in a journal specifically addressed 
and incorporated one 
of  the SUNY Ap-
plied Learning crite-
ria: monitoring and 
continuous improve-
ment. “By writing 
about their teaching 
experiences during 
this unprecedented time, teacher can-
didates could express their feelings and 
frustrations, classroom successes and 
struggles—and bring that work to their 
weekly seminar,” shared Sanja Cale, Chair 
of  Exceptional Education and Learning. 
The unit of  study—the second require-
ment of  the Applied Learning Practi-
cum—needed to support an elemen-
tary learning standard and topic of  the 
candidate’s choice. It had to include at 
least one distance learning activity while 
demonstrating the ability to incorporate 
and utilize technology in the lesson plan 
design.  These specific requirements 
were added to meet the new demands of  
“Like everyone navigating 
this new teaching reality, 
teacher candidates were sent 
into an experience for which 
none of  them had been  
adequately prepared.”
distance learning educators faced across 
the nation. The journal and unit of  study 
were the only two alternative activities for 
which all candidates were responsible. 
The teacher candidates that re-
mained connected to their cooperating 
teachers and students were required to 
continue full participation in distance 
learning. Additional activities were re-
quired for the teacher candidates whose 
placements had been disrupted. For 
example, teacher candidates created 
various resource guides for families of  
students with disabilities and shared the 
materials with their cooperating teach-
ers. Other candidates designed Pinterest 
Boards to curate the look of  their fu-
ture classroom. Working together, two 
teacher candidates created professional 
Instagram accounts where they shared 
lesson plan ideas, motivational quotes, 
favorite books, and tips for accessoriz-
ing appropriate work attire. Utilizing 
the resources of  professional organiza-
tions and technical assistance centers, 
teacher candidates engaged in learning 
modules and webinars. Following these 
events, they shared their knowledge 
with their OW colleagues and coop-
erating teachers via Zoom meetings. 
One group of  teacher candidates used 
their time in quarantine to start a book 
club, during which they met virtually 
to discuss chapters in Todd Whitaker’s 
book, What Great Teachers Do Differently. 
Allowing each teacher candidate to 
design an individualized learning plan to 
augment their clinical placement expe-
rience, the EEL faculty serendipitously 
utilized the COVID-19 crisis to pivot 
and model individualized education. 
Individualized education plans are the 
cornerstone of  special education and 
this global crisis created the opportuni-
ty to extend individualized learning to 
teacher candidates in higher education. 
Where the Applied Learning Practi-
cum had once been a uniform, singu-
lar experience—student teaching in a 
public-school classroom—it had now 
become an individualized learning ex-
perience and an additional opportunity 
for an authentic applied learning expe-
rience. Each faculty member worked 
collaboratively with each teacher can-
didate to design a plan of  study that 
both challenged and excited the can-
didates about the field of  education. 
Generating individualized plans of  
study for every teacher candidate was 
not without challenges. Given the fluid-
ity of  the COVID-19 crisis across lower 
New York, some teacher candidates ini-
tially had access to cooperating teachers 
and virtual classrooms, but were later 
disconnected because of  illness or secu-
rity concerns related to technology. This 
instability meant that faculty supervisors 
and teacher candidates needed to period-
ically review the plans of  study to ensure 
that the selected activities met the stan-
dards for rigor in the field experience. 
With the introduction of  virtual 
classrooms, teacher candidates need-
ed to build rapport with both students 
and their families. Prior to COVID-19, 
creating meaningful relationships with 
students was done within the elementary 
classroom through small work groups, 
individual conferences, and natural, 
spontaneous conversation. Once instruc-
tion moved online, teacher candidates 
needed to find new ways to connect with 
students and with parents. Meeting over 
Zoom felt much different than the class-
room, and teacher candidates needed to 
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adjust to meet the changing dynamic. 
Despite the screens separating teacher 
candidates and their students, they were 
expected to continue to develop rela-
tionships and to support the emotional 
and academic needs of  the elementary 
students. Teacher candidates worked 
with their faculty supervisors and coop-
erating teachers to create new activities 
specifically to address social-emotional 
development (for example, encouraging 
young students to do one special thing 
for their parents and share that expe-
rience during the next class session). 
An unanticipated concern was the 
increase of  stress for the teacher can-
didates. The shift to distance learning 
was unexpected, new, and challenging. 
With the sudden instructional changes 
came anxiety. Managing their own anx-
ieties and fears, while simultaneously 
teaching young students with many of  
those same worries, was something that 
teacher candidates, faculty, and cooper-
ating teachers needed to address. Since 
the conclusion of  the Applied Learning 
Practicum did not align with the end of  
the public-school calendar, many teach-
er candidates were concerned for their 
cooperating teachers and their students. 
They did not want to end their role. Some 
teacher candidates were given the option 
to continue to support their cooper-
ating teachers, while others faded their 
engagement in the online classroom. 
At the conclusion of  the semester, 
teacher candidates found themselves 
with a number of  tangible work arti-
facts that could be included in a digital 
portfolio. Many of  these artifacts—the 
family resource guide or the Instagram 
presence, for example—were takeaways 
that, had the COVID-19 pandemic not 
disrupted the student teaching expe-
rience, would not exist. The addition-
al webinars and learning modules that 
students selected helped them build 
a specific area of  expertise for which 
they might not otherwise have made 
time. The variety of  instructional activ-
ities, along with the choice and freedom 
for students to self-select, has become 
an additional applied learning instru-
ment tool for the EEL faculty to use 
during the subsequent Applied Learn-
ing Practicum experiences. If  teacher 
candidates return to classrooms this 
fall, the alternative instructional ac-
tivities will continue to be embedded 
into the weekly seminar component 
of  the Applied Learning Practicum. 
Online teaching tools were an in-
tegral component of  distance learning 
this spring.  During the summer months, 
EEL faculty plan to identify addition-
al digital tools to support instruction, 
assessment, and reflective practice. In 
the future, online journals may replace 
tangible notebooks or logs to allow for 
continuous communication with college 
faculty.  Video presentations may replace 
face-to-face presentations utilizing con-
tent created on digital devices with social 
media such as Instagram, TikTok, You-
Tube, or Facebook.  Teacher candidates 
may create read-aloud materials for stu-
dents to use during a virtual lesson. Once 
believed to be exclusive to online in-
struction, incorporating these additional 
technologies into the field experience ad-
vances the pedagogy and skills of  both 
the teacher candidates and the faculty. 
Come September, the Applied 
Learning Practicum experience for OW 
teacher candidates in the Exceptional 
Education and Learning Department 
will need to include instructional experi-
ences with students with exceptionalities 
as well as neurotypical students.  Being 
able to place students in an inclusive 
classroom would be preferred. Should 
learning be remote this fall, placement 
in inclusive classrooms will allow teacher 
candidates to fulfill their teaching certi-
fication requirements. Developing these 
partnerships over the weeks ahead will 
be a central focus of  summer work. 
Throughout the semester, teacher 
candidates were asked to journal their 
thoughts and experiences. This activity 
was designed to meet the fifth SUNY 
Approved Applied Learning criteria that 
addresses assessment and evaluation. As 
teacher candidates concluded their teach-
er preparation and composed their cul-
minating reflection papers, they shared 
advice with future OW students who 
will participate in the Applied Learning 
Practicum next fall. The themes that 
ran throughout their reflections were to 
maintain a positive attitude in the face 
of  challenges, continuously adjust in-
struction, and remain grateful. Their ad-
vice captures some of  the most relevant 
and important skills of  any teacher in any 
classroom setting, virtual or otherwise. n 
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adjust to meet the changing dynamic. 
Despite the screens separating teacher 
candidates and their students, they were 
expected to continue to develop rela-
tionships and to support the emotional 
and academic needs of  the elementary 
students. Teacher candidates worked 
with their faculty supervisors and coop-
erating teachers to create new activities 
specifically to address social-emotional 
development (for example, encouraging 
young students to do one special thing 
for their parents and share that expe-
rience during the next class session). 
An unanticipated concern was the 
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didates. The shift to distance learning 
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came anxiety. Managing their own anx-
ieties and fears, while simultaneously 
teaching young students with many of  
those same worries, was something that 
teacher candidates, faculty, and cooper-
ating teachers needed to address. Since 
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Practicum did not align with the end of  
the public-school calendar, many teach-
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cooperating teachers and their students. 
They did not want to end their role. Some 
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to continue to support their cooper-
ating teachers, while others faded their 
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rience, would not exist. The addition-
al webinars and learning modules that 
students selected helped them build 
a specific area of  expertise for which 
they might not otherwise have made 
time. The variety of  instructional activ-
ities, along with the choice and freedom 
for students to self-select, has become 
an additional applied learning instru-
ment tool for the EEL faculty to use 
during the subsequent Applied Learn-
ing Practicum experiences. If  teacher 
candidates return to classrooms this 
fall, the alternative instructional ac-
tivities will continue to be embedded 
into the weekly seminar component 
of  the Applied Learning Practicum. 
Online teaching tools were an in-
tegral component of  distance learning 
this spring.  During the summer months, 
EEL faculty plan to identify addition-
al digital tools to support instruction, 
assessment, and reflective practice. In 
the future, online journals may replace 
tangible notebooks or logs to allow for 
continuous communication with college 
faculty.  Video presentations may replace 
face-to-face presentations utilizing con-
tent created on digital devices with social 
media such as Instagram, TikTok, You-
Tube, or Facebook.  Teacher candidates 
may create read-aloud materials for stu-
dents to use during a virtual lesson. Once 
believed to be exclusive to online in-
struction, incorporating these additional 
technologies into the field experience ad-
vances the pedagogy and skills of  both 
the teacher candidates and the faculty. 
Come September, the Applied 
Learning Practicum experience for OW 
teacher candidates in the Exceptional 
Education and Learning Department 
will need to include instructional experi-
ences with students with exceptionalities 
as well as neurotypical students.  Being 
able to place students in an inclusive 
classroom would be preferred. Should 
learning be remote this fall, placement 
in inclusive classrooms will allow teacher 
candidates to fulfill their teaching certi-
fication requirements. Developing these 
partnerships over the weeks ahead will 
be a central focus of  summer work. 
Throughout the semester, teacher 
candidates were asked to journal their 
thoughts and experiences. This activity 
was designed to meet the fifth SUNY 
Approved Applied Learning criteria that 
addresses assessment and evaluation. As 
teacher candidates concluded their teach-
er preparation and composed their cul-
minating reflection papers, they shared 
advice with future OW students who 
will participate in the Applied Learning 
Practicum next fall. The themes that 
ran throughout their reflections were to 
maintain a positive attitude in the face 
of  challenges, continuously adjust in-
struction, and remain grateful. Their ad-
vice captures some of  the most relevant 
and important skills of  any teacher in any 
classroom setting, virtual or otherwise. n 
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Appendix 1
Alternative Instructional Activities to Augment Clinical  
Placements for Student Teachers, Exceptional Education and 
Learning Department, Spring 2020, SUNY Old Westbury
 
Knowledge
• Teachers acquire knowledge of  each student and demonstrate knowledge of  
student development and learning to promote achievement for all students. 
(NYST – Standard 1) 
• Teachers know the content they are responsible for teaching and plan instruc-
tion that ensures growth and achievement for all students. (NYST – Standard 
2) 
• Beginning special education professionals understand how exceptionalities 
may interact with development and learning and use this knowledge to provide 
meaningful and challenging learning experiences for individuals with exception-
alities. (CEC – Standard 1) 
• Beginning special education professionals use knowledge of  general and spe-
cialized curricula to individualize learning for individuals with exceptionalities. 
(CEC – Standard 3)  
Knowledge Activities
• Student Profile – Reflecting upon their student teaching experience, teach-
er candidates will select one student from their field placement and write a 
PLAAFP statement.  In their statement, they will include a description of  the 
student’s needs (academic & behavioral) and description of  the student’s  
current level of  performance. (NYST 1; CEC 1)  
• Prepare a Unit of  Study (Knowledge) – Teacher candidates will design a unit 
of  study that includes (4) lesson plans.  Included in the plans, students must 
design one distance learning activity and one plan that utilizes technology  
(websites, learning apps, virtual field trip, etc.). (NYST 2; CEC 3) 
• IRIS Center – Utilizing the IRIS Resource Center, teacher candidates will 
complete (1) learning module in an area of  their choice [Assessment, Instruc-
tion, RTI, Collaboration, Differentiated Instruction, etc.]. [Source: https://iris.




• Teachers implement instruction that engages and challenges all students to 
meet or exceed the learning standards. (NYST – Standard 3) 
• Teachers work with all students to create a dynamic learning environment that 
supports achievement and growth. (NYST – Standard 4)  
• Teachers use multiple measures to assess and document student growth, evalu-
ate instructional effectiveness, and modify instruction. (NYST – Standard 5) 
• Beginning special education professionals create safe, inclusive, culturally  
responsive learning environments so that individuals with exceptionalities  
become active and effective learners and develop emotional well-being,  
positive social interactions, and self-determination.  (CEC – Standard 2) 
• Beginning special education professionals use multiple methods of  assessment 
and data-sources in making educational decisions. (CEC – Standard 4)  
• Beginning special education professionals select, adapt, and use a repertoire of  
evidence-based instructional strategies to advance learning of  individuals with 
exceptionalities. (CEC – Standard 5)  
Skills Activities
• Prepare a Unit of  Study (Skills) – Teacher candidates will demonstrate their 
ability to design a unit of  study by including a video (10-15 minutes) of  the 
student providing content and instruction and an accompanying assessment 
activity. (NYST 3, 5; CEC 4, 5) 
• Classroom Environment Pinterest Board – Utilizing Pinterest, teacher can-
didates will design a page that curates the look of  their classroom.  It should 
include bulletin board ideas, front door decorations, classroom management 
and organizational ideas, etc. (NYST 4; CEC 2) 
• Teach Like a Champion – To evaluate instructional effectiveness, teacher 
candidates will watch and critique (3) teaching videos.  After watching the clips, 
candidates will compose a reflection paper that discusses the positive/nega-
tive instructional techniques based on the “Principles of  Instruction” article. 
[Sources: https://teachlikeachampion.com/blog/?s=video, http://www.doe.
mass.edu/edeval/resources/calibration/videos.html, https://www.aft.org/
sites/default/files/periodicals/Rosenshine.pdf] (NYST 5; CEC 4, 5)  
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Disposition
• Teachers demonstrate professional responsibility and engage relevant stake-
holders to maximize student growth, development, and learning. (NYST – 
Standard 6)  
• Teachers set informed goals and strive for continuous professional growth. 
(NYST – Standard 7) 
• Beginning special education professionals use foundational knowledge of  the 
field and their professional Ethical Principles and Practice Standards to inform 
special education practice, to engage in lifelong learning, and to advance the 
profession. (CEC – Standard 6)  
• Beginning special education professionals collaborate with families, other edu-
cators, related service providers, individuals with exceptionalities, and personnel 
from community agencies in culturally responsive ways to address the needs of  
individuals with exceptionalities across a range of  learning experiences. (CEC – 
Standard 7) 
Disposition Activities
• Online Learning & Professional Growth – Teacher candidates will access and 
participate in (1) CEC webinar.  Following the webinar, students will “turnkey” 
their learning by creating a worksheet, user guide or video presentation for 
their peers. (NYST 7; CEC 6) 
• Educational Documentary Roundtable – Teacher candidates will watch (1) of  
the 2019 Education Documentaries on Netflix and hold a discussion group  
following the viewing.  [Source: https://www.rasmussen.edu/degrees/educa-
tion/blog/education-documentaries-netflix/] (NYST 7, CEC 6) 
• Book Review & Reflection – Teacher candidates will select a book from the 
collection of  the Top 50 Best Books for New Teachers.  After reading the 
book, they will write a review. [Source: https://www.topmastersineducation.
com/50-best-books-for-new-teachers/ (NYST 7; CEC 6)  
• Family Resource Guide – Teacher candidates will create a resource guide for 
families of  students with disabilities.  Candidates may select to create a guide 
regarding resources for a specific disability category or a more general guide to 
IDEA, Section 504, or ADA. (NYST 6; CEC 7) 
References
• New York State Teaching Standards, September, 2011 – (NYST Standard) 
• CEC Initial Level Special Educator Preparation Standards – (CEC Standard)
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Reflection and COVID-19:  
How Students and a Professor Made 
the Best of Remote Education in a 
Service-Learning Capstone Course 
PAMELA D. HALL   Barry University
Introduction
This paper will provide a critical 
reflection of  one professor’s response 
to the Pandemic of  2020 and its impact 
on her service-learning course.1 The pa-
per will discuss the changes that were 
made by the professor once the course 
format changed to remote education. 
Throughout, comments and reflections 
from the students as it applies to the 
assignments they had to complete re-
motely will be provided, and challenges 
that both the professor and students 
overcame will be discussed, followed 
by a description of  takeaways that were 
gained from this experience. The paper 
will end with a message of  hope for 
college professors who do communi-
ty-engaged scholarship amid uncertainty 
about what future semesters will look 
like for higher education institutions. 
 
Description of Course 
Prior to COVID-19 
 When we received the official 
word from our university that we were 
going remote, I thought about the im-
pact of  this necessary change on my 
service-learning course. I was con-
cerned about the students in my course 
and, more importantly, the children my 
students were working with. My ser-
vice-learning course was a capstone 
experience for senior psychology ma-
jors. My students were charged with 
two major activities to complete at a 
Head Start center that served children 
of  Haitian descent. One was a reading 
activity that focused on improving the 
children’s racial identity and socio-emo-
tional development, ages 3-5. The other 
was a community-based research project 
whereby the students were charged with 
collecting pre and post-test data. The 
project was a replication of  the Clark & 
Clark (1950) doll study where the chil-
dren would choose between black and 
white dolls by answering the following 
questions: a) which doll is the pretti-
est?; b) which doll is the good doll?; 
c) which doll is the bad doll?; and d) 
which doll would you like to play with 
(female), or do you like best (male)? 
After the pre-test data was collected, 
the reading program began. The pro-
gram consisted of  reading a series of  
books to the children related to develop-
ing a positive self-concept, racial identity 
development, emotional regulation, and 
positive social interactions with their 
peers. By the time the official word came 
that the university was going remote, my 
capstone students had collected the pre-
test and read five books to the children. 
 
Changes Made  
Due to COVID-19 
At the heart of  service learning is 
critical reflection. As Eyler and Giles 
(1999) state, the hyphen sometimes used 
between service and learning represents 
reflection. This hyphen allows the stu-
dents to tie the experience gained in the 
community with their academic course-
work. Once the course went remote, it 
was imperative to create critical reflec-
tion activities that allowed students to 
make this connection between the ser-
vice they had done to date with their ac-
ademic coursework. 
One exercise that 
was easy to com-
plete through vid-
eoconferencing was 
a song reflection. 
Students chose and played a song that 
addressed the following: a) What sim-
ilarities do you perceive between you 
and the people you are serving?, b)
What do you think a typical day is like 
for the people you serve?, and c) How 
did the children’s responses during 
the doll study impact thoughts about 
how race/racism affects the children? 
Furco et al. (2016) note that service 
learning benefits students in multiple 
areas such as academic learning and 
educational success; personal develop-
ment (e.g., self-esteem, empowerment); 
civic development (e.g., citizenship, 
civic capacity); sociocultural develop-
ment and interpersonal development; 
ethical/ moral development; and ca-
reer awareness and preparation. Their 
song presentations demonstrated per-
sonal, sociocultural, and ethical devel-
opment as well as academic learning. 
They used course content to justify 
their answers during the song reflec-
tion. These benefits were also evident 
in another critical reflection activity they 
completed called “A Letter to Myself.” 
At the beginning of  the course, stu-
dents wrote a letter to themselves, and 
at the end of  the course, they reflect-
ed on the letter. They were asked how 
going remote because of  the pandemic 
impacted them and their ability to com-
plete the service-learning course. The re-
sponses can be characterized as follows: 
a) students reflection coincided with the 
benefits of  service-learning, b) students 
were disappointed 
that they could not 
strengthen the bond 
that was developing 
between themselves 
and the children, 
and d) students were concerned about 
the safety and well-being of  the children 
and their families. Below are examples of  
these reflections from the assignment. 
“The Plague of 2020 has definitely 
impacted my ability to complete 
my service-learning because our 
kids looked forward to seeing us 
each week.” (female, C.J.). 
“Was not able to complete data 
collection, analyzed results and 
present at department’s research 
forum. Was not able to maximize 
benefits of service-learning (e.g., 
application of psychology  
principles, personal growth, and 
social responsibility).” (male, S.E.). 
“Upon going remote, the 
university was wise to provide 
various trainings for faculty 
and students immediately.”
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“I am worried about the children in 
Mrs. R’s and Ms. E’s class because 
they may not be receiving  
education, childcare, and nutrition 
that Head Start provided them.” 
(female, A.L.) 
“I am disappointed I couldn’t 
continue working with the children 
due to the virus. I believe I was 
making progress with the children 
who needed the most attention.” 
(female, A.P.) 
“Honestly I am really upset about 
the toll that this pandemic has 
taken. It has shut down the world 
and taken countless lives, it really 
impeded on my ability to fully ex-
perience this class.” (female, R.B.) 
Challenges Faced  
or Problem-Solving  
Techniques Employed
When I first started teaching remote-
ly, the biggest problem I confronted was 
the technology. It seemed the whole 
world was on the web and was using vir-
tual teleconferencing, which seemed to 
overload the system. In a few instances, 
we were not able to get the audio or the 
video to work. We had to be creative when 
students did their song presentations. 
For instance, on two of  the presentation 
days, I could not share the screen and 
play the song. So, I used my handy Al-
exa Echo. I said, “Alexa, play . . . .” Then 
I turned the volume up loud enough 
for everyone to hear. We made it work. 
Upon going remote, the university 
was wise to provide various trainings for 
faculty and students immediately. This 
was my first time teaching online. Now 
my technophobia has been reduced 
immensely. I am presently teaching a 
summer course online and feel confi-
dent I will be able to do so this fall, if  
necessary. I am coming up with creative 
activities that students can complete 
remotely this fall in my service-learn-
ing course while working virtually with 
our community partners. Below is one 
such activity that was inspired by a re-
action from a student in the course. 
This reaction gave me an idea about a 
final assignment that I will continue to 
utilize in this course post-pandemic. 
“Going remote suddenly  
interrupted us, and we were not 
allowed to say good-bye to the 
children.” (female, R.A.) 
The abovementioned response in-
spired me to create an assignment to 
allow my students to say goodbye to 
the children. The students paired up 
and created a video whereby they read 
a book to the children, said their good-
byes and explained to the children why 
they could not be there in person. The 
Head Start program had a YouTube 
channel to share the videos with the chil-
dren and families. This reduced some of  
the despair the students felt about not 
saying goodbye to the children. Many 
of  them were glad they were able to 
end the project with this assignment. 
Looking Ahead
As a mental health professional and 
educator, my students’ well-being is al-
ways at the forefront of  my teaching. 
Once the course went remote, some 
students did not show up virtually or 
turn in assignments. I was able to reach 
them via email or phone to set up a vir-
tual meeting. During the meetings, I en-
courage them to finish the semester and 
checked on their well-being. As many of  
the students voiced concern about the 
Head Start children, I was concerned 
about them and their families. This was 
particularly true when I read some of  
their response from the “A Letter to 
Myself ” assignment. One student stated 
that “COVID-19 affected me mentally 
and made it difficult to adjust to online 
school.” Another student said, “Since 
I’m home all the time, I’ve developed 
poor sleeping habits [and] lost family 
members from COVID-19.” This made 
me aware that I had to be more com-
passionate and understanding when stu-
dents missed class or assignments. Like 
so many in the country, I was pleased 
that our university went to a CR/
NC grading system for the semester. 
Conclusion
COVID-19 is leaving a great deal of  
angst in higher education. Angst with 
regards to the financial burden that it is 
causing many students and their families. 
Angst with regards to what the fall se-
mester will look like for the university. 
One silver lining I have noticed from this 
is people are not afraid to show their vul-
nerability. I think this connects people in 
ways that we need to be connected since 
we cannot come together for the human 
touch. The human condition is what 
connects us, and if  we did not have vir-
tual technology to connect, many people 
would be worse off  mentally. Once we 
went remote, I began to do check-ins 
with the students and end each class with 
5-minute meditations. It actually brought 
tears to my eyes when I read their com-
ments in the chatbox. Comments such 
as, “Thank you, Dr. H., we really needed 
that.” I will continue to utilize medita-
tion with my students, whether we are 
remote or face to face in the fall. I real-
ize they, who are mostly first-generation 
college students, were going through a 
great deal before COVID-19, and now 
this pressure has been accentuated. 
Upon reflection, over these past months, 
I have realized that my students needed 
love and compassion then, and they will 
need so much more as they deal with the 
posttraumatic stress of  COVID-19. n 
 
Notes
1 The author wishes to acknowledge 
the participation of  six students in 
PSY 497 during the spring semester 
of  2020. Thank you to Rebecca 
Bobb, Samuel Elie, Christel Jeune, 
Alissa Lopez, Arshlyn Pierre, and 
Rachel Angulo for their important 
contributions to this service- 
learning course.
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checked on their well-being. As many of  
the students voiced concern about the 
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1 The author wishes to acknowledge 
the participation of  six students in 
PSY 497 during the spring semester 
of  2020. Thank you to Rebecca 
Bobb, Samuel Elie, Christel Jeune, 
Alissa Lopez, Arshlyn Pierre, and 
Rachel Angulo for their important 
contributions to this service- 
learning course.
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Introduction
Universities are in a battle for their 
survival. Prior to the COVID-19 crisis, 
many factors put universities in jeop-
ardy, including the failure to bridge the 
skills gap between students and the 
unique requirements of  the 4th Indus-
trial Revolution. For many students, 
there are concerns 
about affordability 
and completion; the 
concerns and obsta-
cles are greater for 
low-income students 
and students of  col-
or, including college 
and universities’ in-
abilities to meet their needs for academic, 
financial, and practical support (Santos 
& Haycock, 2016). Moreover, for those 
students who do enter college, there is 
an increasing demand for learning by 
hands-on doing and creating (Schwieger 
& Ladwig, 2018). In short, students are 
insisting on new approaches to learning. 
Complications from the COVID-19 
global crisis have exacerbated the situ-
ation. Increasing numbers of  students 
are suing their universities because they 
paid for services and opportunities, such 
as in-person learning, that they were not 
able to access as a result of  the pan-
demic (Herron, 2020). While institu-
tions nervously de-
bate reopening, the 
American College 
Health Association 
(ACHA, 2020) has 
issued reopening 
guidelines that em-
phasize the ethical 
obligation to keep 
students, staff, and faculty safe. The 
need for a modified reopening, including 
containment measures, will likely entail 
the need for a hybrid model of  course 
instruction. Because this approach may 
be at odds with students’ expectations 
and will likely negatively impact universi-
ties’ financial health, this is a critical mo-
ment that demands innovation in higher 
“Collectively, we value the 
experience and knowledge that 
both faculty and students bring 
to the cohort; thus, the pro-
fessors act as facilitators and 
learning partners rather than 
instructors.”
education. Mohr (2017) suggested that 
to effectively engage students, it is crit-
ical for course instructors to continu-
ously refine content and their teaching 
strategies, so they are perceived as fresh 
and relevant; post COVID, refinement 
of  teaching strategies is paramount to 
survival. We are at a critical tipping point 
that requires us to discover and design 
new ways to prepare our students so 
that they are not only well prepared to 
work throughout the 21st century but 
are also inspired to help solve the many 
societal problems we face. We argue 
that experiential learning generates req-
uisite experience for personal growth 
and may be key to enhancing students’ 
job readiness skills while keeping higher 
education relevant in the marketplace. 
Combined, these factors could contrib-
ute to counteracting the financial stress 




During the fall 2019 semester, we, 
two assistant professors from the busi-
ness and social work schools, were lead-
ers in the launch of  an entrepreneurship 
lab. The interdisciplinary lab was opened 
to provide all students, no matter their 
major, with a space where they could 
design, launch, and develop enterpris-
es. While the lab hosts a variety of  pro-
grams, our collaboration centers on sup-
porting a social action learning cohort. 
 
The Social Action  
Entrepreneurship Cohort
The cohort is made up of  twelve 
students at the undergraduate, mas-
ter’s, and doctoral levels and one alum-
nus. Currently, the cohort members are 
developing organizations in the areas 
of  behavioral and mental health, mo-
bile mental health counseling for un-
derserved populations, programming 
for under-resourced and underserved 
youth, drone solutions in policing to 
improve safety for officers and citizens, 
and tutoring services for specially gift-
ed students. Each member has either 
an existing organization that they are 
developing and growing, or an organi-
zation in the making–that is, in the de-
sign, planning, or pre-launch stage. In 
the spirit of  experiential learning and 
action research, students are encouraged 
to develop 90-day action plans they exe-
cute and refine based on the outcomes 
of  the implementation. The cohort met 
every week in a mixed model format, 
with some physically in the lab and oth-
ers joining face-to-face virtually (F2Fv) 
via WebEx. In addition to the weekly 
meetings, the group interacts and com-
municates regularly using the students’ 
preferred communication channel, 
WhatsApp. To engage the students at a 
different level and create a culture that 
feels different from a typical classroom, 
we work to reduce the “power distance” 
by encouraging students to use our first 
names. Collectively, we value the expe-
rience and knowledge that both faculty 
and students bring to the cohort; thus, 
the professors act as facilitators and 
learning partners rather than instructors. 
 
COVID-19 Program Changes 
In mid-March, as a result of  the pan-
demic, we transitioned to 100% online 
facilitation. The professors felt it was 
critical to not only provide a sense of  
“normalcy” for the students during the 
crisis, but additionally work to increase 
the value they received from the entre-
preneurship lab experience. Our driving 
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belief  is, “just because we are physically 
distant doesn’t mean we can’t be close.” 
Prior to COVID, most of  our stu-
dents were in a constant state of  being 
time-strapped and thus were very selec-
tive on how they spent their time: “I can-
not afford to invest my time in any effort 
that does not contribute to my goals” 
(Student R.). The COVID-19 crisis cre-
ated chaos and confusion, and for those 
students who are also parents of  school-
aged children, the time crunch worsened. 
Fortunately for faculty and students alike, 
during the crisis, we were able to create a 
little oasis. “Despite being a fulltime stu-
dent joining this group is a little oasis of  
creativity during my challenging course-
work. I believe the entrepreneurship lab 
is my outlet to learn and create a pro-
gram that will benefit a plethora of  peo-
ple” (Student M.). During COVID-19, 
we implemented four new strategies 
to increase the value of  our virtual lab: 
1. Pitching to Deans
The professors wanted to provide 
an opportunity for cohort members to 
practice their pitches to our deans who 
are experts in the fields of  business and 
social work and receive feedback for 
advancing their enterprise plans. Addi-
tionally, all of  us felt honored to have 
very busy professionals spend time with 
us and acknowledge the work all of  
us are doing. In the words of  Student 
R, who pitched, “I truly felt honored 
to have this very unique opportunity 
to share such a personal project with 
them. Their input gave my project new 
wings for if  they could see the possibil-
ity in my project, then I must be on to 
something. Their support has served as 
a reinforcement for me to keep work-
ing towards making my vision a reality.” 
2. Building External  
Relationships
 Building new relationships is diffi-
cult enough during “normal” periods, 
but during a crisis it is even more com-
plicated. The complexity did not stop 
us. In order to reach out to community 
members for new connections and to 
promote the nonprofit organizations 
that our students had launched, we start-
ed an Instagram account for the lab. We 
then started inviting guest speakers for 
our WebEx sessions. These two initia-
tives led us to work with the university’s 
marketing team to design and launch a 
weekly Instagram Live show featuring 
entrepreneurs and enterprise leaders 
who are interested in sharing their knowl-
edge and supporting our students with 
coaching and mentorship opportunities. 
3. Helping Others
As social entrepreneurs, both the 
faculty and students are intently focused 
on helping others. While the cohort reg-
ularly helps cohort members, the pro-
fessors thought some of  the students 
would appreciate the opportunity to go 
through a group reflection process and 
co-author papers that have the poten-
tial to inform others about innovative 
teaching methods and about social en-
trepreneurship. It is our hope that we 
can inspire other universities to offer 
similar programming to their students. 
4. We Never Stop
The final change we made occurred 
during the last week of  the semester. 
Most extracurricular programs typically 
shut down for the summer, which was 
the professors’ original plan; however, 
given the fact that entrepreneurs never 
stop, it felt wrong to stop supporting our 
social entrepreneurs who made signifi-
cant progress over the semester. Thus, if  
there was interest within the cohort to 
continue working together over the sum-
mer, we decided we wouldn’t stop. The 
consensus among the students was to not 
stop and continue advancing our work. 
 
Overcoming Challenges 
The lab was designed and launched 
in just nine months. We launched it in 
an entrepreneurial way; it’s what we 
call “design on the run.” Because there 
was not enough time to fully plan pri-
or to the launch, we knew we needed 
to be agile and adjust as needed. Lit-
tle did we know how well our “design 
on the run” strategy prepared us for 
the COVID-19 crisis. In our “VUCA” 
world characterized by volatility, uncer-
tainty, complexity, and ambiguity, it is 
impossible to prepare for all potential 
outcomes. However, it is possible to be 
agile and adaptable to changing condi-
tions, thus enabling us to break down 
barriers to our growth and develop-
ment, which is what we continue to do. 
Being online together provides 
students with a focused time to work 
on clarifying their visions for their 
emerging organizations. As one stu-
dent noted: “. . . the entrepreneurship 
lab helps me stay focused despite the 
uncertainties we might face in the future” 
(Student M.). And another student noted: 
“During this complicated time of 
coronavirus, [this] has served as 
a grounding source for me and as 
a vehicle to push me along on my 
project and not get complacent. I 
must admit that if I had not been 
participating in the lab, I would not 
have the clarity on what I need to 
do to move my project forward for 
I would have put it on the back  
burner to do it when I have time, 
which is never.” (Student R.) 
Looking Ahead 
As learning partners, we are all 
committed to advancing our learning 
through doing. There are three new 
areas on which we are now focusing. 
1. Special Events 
To further spur students’ inspiration 
and increase visibility of  their work, we 
will host an enterprise showcase during 
the fall semester and a pitch competition 
in the spring, both being designed so 
they can be held on campus or virtually. 
Scholarship prize money will be award-
ed to winners of  the pitch competition. 
2. Onboarding 
After analyzing the students’ reflec-
tion journals, it was clear that having 
an effective onboarding process that 
is welcoming and provides psycho-
logical safety is vital to students’ suc-
cess in the lab. As one student noted: 
“During that first meeting with the 
advisor, I was able to air out my in-
securities, vulnerabilities and fears. 
He was instrumental in providing 
me with the security that I have 
the ability to overcome those chal-
lenges and build the future that I 
want.” (Student R) 
3. Check-ins
There were a few students whose 
participation waxed and waned over the 
course of  the transition to a fully online 
weekly meeting. We learned that it is 
critical to connect with missing students 
and the importance of  maintaining in-
dividual consultations so that students 
do not feel isolated as we move for-
ward together into an uncertain future. 
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Conclusion 
We are proud to say that we didn’t 
miss a beat. While the uncertainty of  
the times was unnerving, we were able 
to build a virtual, experiential learning 
environment that remains comforting, 
inspirational, and productive. As one of  
the students stated, “I leave our meet-
ings with a sense of  accomplishment 
and comradery. I feel blessed to be part 
of  this” (Student R.); as do all of  us! n 
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